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The U n iv e r s ity  o f  Montana co u ld  e x c e l  in  advanced work on th e  h is t o r y  o f  th e  
American W est, w ith  em phasis on th e  N orthw est, b ut a m anuscript c o l le c t i o n  o f  
breadth, depth and v a r i e t y  i s  fundam ental to  such a grad u ate  program , a s p e c i a l i s t  
in  th a t a re a  o f  h is t o r y  t o ld  th e  UM F rie n d s o f  th e  L ib r a r y  F r id a y .
Speaking a t  th e  FOL annual Homecoming m eetin g, Dr. K. Ross T oole  o f  th e  UM 
h is to r y  f a c u l t y  s a id  th e  raw s t u f f  o f  h is t o r y  i s  v e ry  o fte n  burned or c a r te d  o f f  
to  the dump b e fo re  i t  o ccu rs  to  anyone th a t  i t  has v a lu e .
"When th a t  happen s," he s a id  " th e re  i s  a ston e fo r e v e r  m iss in g  from th e  m a trix . 
You c a n 't  f i l l  in  th e  vacan t space b y  in t e r p o la t io n  v e ry  o fte n  - -  and you can never 
f i l l  i t  in  w ith  im ag in a tio n . So th e  lo s s  i s  t o t a l . "
"The g r e a t  sweeps o f  h is t o r y ,  th e  broad  in t e r p r e t a t io n s  th a t  appear in  t e x t s ,  
the m ulti-volum e s tu d ie s  o f  g r e a t  e v en ts  d o n 't  seem t o  b ea r much r e la t io n s h ip  to  
the l e t t e r s ,  le d g e r s ,  d ia r ie s  and d u sty  o ld  p apers th a t  come out o f  a t t i c s ,  barn s 
or c e l l a r s , "  th e  speaker s a id .  "But t h a t ,  o f  co u rse , i s  where i t  a l l  b e g in s ."
Almost anyone would re c o g n iz e  th a t  th e  d ia r y  o f  a p io n e e r  had v a lu e , or th e  
le t t e r s  o f  an e a r ly  Montana s e t t l e r ,  b u t a g r e a t  many p eo p le  would not th in k  o f  
com paratively mundane and re c e n t pap ers as h avin g  any w orth a t  a l l ,  a cc o rd in g  to  
Dr. T o o le . Y e t ,  th e  l a t t e r  can y i e l d  im portant in fo rm a tio n  t o  th e  h is t o r ia n .
The p op u lar m iscon cep tion  th a t  v a lu e  depends s o le ly  on a n t iq u it y  le a d s  t o  th e  
d e stru c tio n  o f  much v a lu a b le  m a te r ia l ,  Dr. T o o le  s a id . The fa c e  i s  th a t  much o f  
the h is t o r y  th a t  m atters  most in  th e  W est, most o f  th e  t r u l y  fo rm a tiv e  economic 
and p o l i t i c a l  e v e n ts , a re  2 0 th -cen tu ry  and not 1 9 th -c e n tu ry  developm ents.
(m ore)
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Dr. T oole  conceded th a t  th e  h is t o r ia n  can b e t t e r  e v a lu a te  and more o b je c t iv e ly  
t r e a t  a p e rio d  somewhat removed from th e  contem porary scene b u t s a id  t h i s  has no 
b ea rin g  on th e  c o l le c t i o n  o f  re c e n t m a te r ia l.  R ecent m a te r ia l in e v i t a b ly  becomes 
old  m a te r ia l, he p o in te d  o u t.
Because th e  r a te  o f  a t t r i t i o n  on a l l  h i s t o r i c a l  m a te r ia l a c c e le r a t e s  w ith  a 
kind o f  geom etric p ro g re ss io n  r e la t e d  not o n ly  to  th e  y e a rs  but to  th e  b u ild in g  
boom, l a s t  y e a r 's  re co rd s  are  o fte n  in  as much je o p a rd y  as re co rd s  which p red ate  
the tu rn  o f  th e  ce n tu ry , he added.
Another m iscon cep tion  i s  th a t  re co rd s  must be d is c u r s iv e  to  be v a lu a b le , he 
continued. What th e  u n tra in e d  eye d ism isse s  as " ju s t  le d g e r s ,  ju s t  account books" 
can be more r e v e a lin g  to  th e  h is t o r ia n  than th e  l e t t e r  or th e  d ia r y .
Ledgers and account books can p ro v id e  in s ig h t s  in to  economic fa c t o r s  and 
m otivatio n s th a t  u n d e r lie  many e v en ts  th a t  seem on th e  s u r fa c e  to  be s o le ly  
p o l i t i c a l  or s o c i a l ,  he s a id . The f ig u r e s  th a t  fo llo w  th e  names in  le d g e rs  and 
account books are  o fte n  not ju s t  d e p o s its  and w ith d raw als  or lo an  d a te s  and in t e r e s t  
payments. They are  th e  re co rd  o f  h igh  r i s k  and h igh  f a i t h ,  th e  c o ld  gamble or th e  
fr ig h te n e d  retrenchm ent.
I f  p eo p le  sometimes undervalue some kin d s o f  re c o r d s , th e y  o v e rv a lu e  o th er 
k in d s, Dr. T oole  n o ted . Scrapbooks are  an example o f  th e  l a t t e r  because th e y  
re p resen t on ly  th e  q u ix o t ic  i n t e r e s t s  or f o i b le s  o f  th e  owner and so are  alm ost 
always u s e le s s  fo r  h i s t o r i c a l  p u rp oses.
Many people over e stim a te  th e  v a lu e  o f  th e  tap e  reco rd ed  in te rv ie w  w ith  th e  
o ld -tim e r, a cco rd in g  to  th e  h is t o r ia n .  Such in te r v ie w s  can be v a lu a b le ,  but th e  
in te rv ie w e r  must be v e ry  s k i l l e d  to  e l i c i t  th e  proper re sp o n se s . O ral h is t o r y  
programs are  most s u c c e s s fu l  when th e y  d e a l w ith  th e cu rre n t man on th e  scene 
ra th e r  than w ith  th e  v e n e ra b le , he commented.
(m ore)
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A lthough fa m ily  r e c o r d s , a lo n g  w ith  bank r e c o r d s , are  an im portant source 
o f h i s t o r i c a l  d a ta , th e y  are  th e  most apt o f  any ty p e  o f  m a te r ia l to  go th e  way 
o f th e  in c in e r a to r ,  a cc o rd in g  t o  th e  sp ea k er. Fam ily p apers are  v u ln e ra b le  
because not o n ly  are  th e  o ld  houses v a n ish in g  w ith  g re a t  r a p id i t y  but most such 
papers are co n sid e re d  " s e n s it iv e "  by someone in  th e  fa m ily .
The f a c t  i s ,  he s a id , th a t  a l l  le g it im a t e  d e p o s ito r ie s  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  re co rd s  
set r e s t r i c t i o n s  on th e  use o f  such m a te r ia ls .  M oreover, s p e c ia l  r e s t r i c t i o n s  and 
co n tro ls  can be imposed by th e  fa m ily .
N oting th a t  about 50  p er cen t o f  h is  jo b  a t  th e  U n iv e r s ity  i s  in  th e  c o l le c t i o n  
o f m anuscript m a te r ia l d e a lin g  w ith  Montana and th e  W est, Dr. T oole  s a id , " B e la te d ly , 
we b egin  now t o  c o l l e c t  fo r  th e  U n iv e r s ity ,  h avin g re c o g n ize d  th a t  o r i g in a l  work 
re q u ire s  o r ig in a l  m a te r ia l and th a t  advanced s tu d ie s  can not be s a t i s f a c t o r i l y  based  
on secondary m a te r ia l ."
He s tr e s s e d  th a t  th e  U n iv e r s ity  can not d e la y  th e  a c q u is it io n  o f  c o l le c t io n s  
th a t o f f e r  grad u ate  stu d en ts  o f  w estern  h is t o r y  o p p o rtu n ity  and s t im u la t io n .
" i f  we l e t  another decad e, or f i v e  y e a rs  - -  or maybe even two y e a r s  p a s s , i t  
can never be done a g a in ,"  he warned.
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